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East of Eden is a novel of John Steinbeck, which has been widely regarded as a 
successful failure by many literary critics, such as Peter Lisca and Howard Levant. 
Those critics argue that despite Steinbeck’s mature craftsmanship in this novel, he 
still has some problems. And among all the studies of those critics, Howard Levant’s 
research is the most attractive. Levant thinks that Steinbeck has some problems in 
grasping the structure and materials. He proves his idea from many perspectives, 
such as the narration, the handling of the characters, the structure, the thematic 
design and the basic tone of the novel. However, Levant’s research is too general. In 
order to give a much more detailed and specific research of this novel, this M.A. 
thesis focuses on analyzing the thematic design of East of Eden. 
This thesis proposes that the theme of East of Eden is to celebrate human 
beings’ free will. Steinbeck uses the biblical myth of “Cain and Abel” to explain 
human nature. He thinks that human is the combination of both good and evil. Also, 
he suggests that human beings have free will to choose between good and evil. 
Steinbeck expresses this dominant idea through three methods: the definition of the 
Hebrew word “timshel’, the statement of the narrator “I” and the contrasts between 
the main characters and their archetypes. Steinbeck proposes that “timshel” means 
“thou mayest”, which endows human beings with a sense of choice. Besides, 
through the narrator “I”, Steinbeck expresses his opinions about the importance of 
human beings’ free will to readers. Furthermore, he uses Cain and Abel as the 
archetypes of the protagonists in East of Eden, to show that human beings can 
choose between good and evil, to perfect themselves. 
Steinbeck’s thematic design is explicit and well-manipulated. Nonetheless, this 
thesis points out that during the thematic development, Steinbeck has also created 
some inconsistencies. Those inconsistencies, to some degree, have hindered readers’ 
exploration of the theme. This conclusion is obtained by analyzing the plots, the 
characters and the tones of East of Eden. This thesis points out that some plots are 
episodic and useless. They do not serve but delay the development of the theme. And 
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contradictory views in this novel: pessimism and optimism. The thesis argues that 
although the thematic design aims to create prevailing optimism in East of Eden, 
pessimism is too strong and sometimes it even overcomes optimism. The conflicts 
between the spontaneous pessimism and the imposed optimism create an 
inconsistency against the theme.  
    Introduction reviews the past criticism of East of Eden and proposes the 
argument of the thesis. Chapter One analyzes the thematic design of this novel. 
Chapter Two and Three analyze the inconsistencies which appear in the thematic 
development. And the last part is conclusion, in which the main idea of the thesis is 
concluded, and the originality and significance of the thesis are pointed out. Also, the 
deficiency of the thesis is pointed out in the last part. 
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主角及其原型之间进行对比。首先， 斯坦贝克把 “timshel” 定义为“你能”。 
这种定义赋予了人类选择的权利。 其次， 通过叙事者“我”的声明，斯坦贝
克向读者阐述了人类自由意志的重要性。再次，斯坦贝克用该隐和亚伯作为小
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 East of Eden (E.E), an allegorical novel written by John Steinbeck, is based on 
the biblical myth of “Cain and Abel”. In this novel, John Steinbeck proposes a new 
definition of the Hebrew word “timshel”, suggesting that human is the combination 
of both good and evil. He argues that human beings have free will to choose between 
good and evil. 
John Steinbeck believes that all novels and all poetry are built on the 
never-ending contest in people of good and evil. And East of Eden is an example to 
show his belief. Steinbeck is quite satisfied with this novel. He claims overtly that 
East of Eden is the most successful novel among all his works. He says: “I think 
everything else I have written has been, in a sense, practice for this…If East of Eden 
isn’t good, then I’ve been wasting my time. It has in it everything I have been able to 
learn about my art or craft or profession in all these years” (qtd. in Kale 11).  
After the publication of East of Eden, some critics have highly praised this 
novel. Bernard Kale, when reviewing East of Eden, says that “East of Eden in 1952 
was to be the summation of a quarter-century’s literary endeavors, the best fruit of 
Steinbeck’s maturity” (11). Some French critics, including Claude-Edmonde Magny, 
Mark Schorer, and Joseph Wood Krutch, also compliment Steinbeck on the prose 
style of this novel. Magny finds in East of Eden a “special type of coherence, which 
is not in the least novelistic” (6), and Krutch thinks that never, “not even in The 
Grapes of Wrath,” has Steinbeck “exhibited such a grasp upon himself and upon his 
materials” (1). Schorer, like Magny, finds a new kind of unity in East of Eden: 
“ ……yet the tone of this book, the bold ease with which the ‘I ’ takes over at the 
outset and appears and disappears and reappears throughout, both holds it together 
and gives it its originality, the relaxations of its freedom” (22) . According to these 
critics, Steinbeck perfectly grasped the materials on which the plot of East of Eden is 
based and endeavored to make the structure of his novel harmonious and consistent. 
Nonetheless, there are also some dissenting voices. For example, Arthur 
Mizener somewhat angrily debases Steinbeck as “an ‘incurable amateur philosopher; 
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philosophizing, and in his worst books, is overwhelmed by it” (qtd. in Fontenrose 1). 
And a reviewer of Time so briefly puts it, “perhaps Steinbeck should have stuck to 
his original idea of telling just the family history… East of Eden is a huge grab bag” 
(“It Started in a Garden” 110). Also, Paul McCarthy argues that East of Eden lacks 
the command of material and insights into American ideas and people. He says, “The 
apparent failure to relate the two families and the awkward mixture of allegory and 
romanticism weakened another wise impressive work——East of Eden” (19). When 
confronting such hostile words, Steinbeck still keeps his optimistic views about the 
value of this novel. In a letter to Barnaby Conrad, some sentences reveal Steinbeck’s 
joy about readers’ warm responses to East of Eden: “I am pleased that you like Eden. 
It is doing better than I had dared to hope. It is our tendency to think when critics do 
not like our work that they have a scanner. I guess I just don’t bring out the best in 
critics…the pleasant thing is that people go right on reading the books” (A Life in 
Letters 464). 
Besides the purely positive or negative comments, some critics’ opinions appear 
to be neutral. Those critics see not only the merits of the descriptions of some 
characters in East of Eden, but also the shortcomings of the prose style in this novel. 
For example, F. W. Watt considers East of Eden a book of “anti-climax”, a book with 
“a large, sprawling, discordant narrative, mixing realism, melodrama, semi-abstract 
philosophizing, and personal testament”. He also declares that the novel is a failure 
which “captures interest and deserves respect and sympathy”, since it “contains 
several memorable characters and a number of passages as fine as any Steinbeck has 
written” (Watt 9). In general, Watt suggests that East of Eden has three flaws: 
awkward and obtrusive symbolism, unsatisfactorily resolved mixture of morals and 
unconvincing plots blending fantasy and realism. 
    The three different kinds of attitudes towards East of Eden imply a fact that 
Steinbeck’s status as a literary giant is still in question. Confronted by the divergence 
between critical and popular taste, one may be tempted to ignore the problem, to 
damn either or both extremes, or to relegate Steinbeck’s stories to uninstructed 
readers and introductory literature courses where they can prepare students to read 
more complex and mature work. Or one may attempt to discover the causes of 














 3  
of East of Eden is quite helpful to common readers. 
The critical controversy over the prose style of East of Eden has been going on. 
It is obvious that critics are mainly concentrating on whether the materials express 
what Steinbeck wanted to say. This controversy has caught many critics’ attention. 
For example, Peter Lisca and Howard Levant both have researched the structure of 
East of Eden. And Howard Levant’s research is especially comprehensive. Levant’s 
research focuses on Steinbeck’s effort to fuse structure and materials into a 
harmonious whole. He argues that East of Eden is a strangely unblended novel, an 
impressive, greatly flawed work. He thinks that although Steinbeck shows mature 
craftsmanship in East of Eden, Steinbeck still has problems in grasping the structure 
and materials. That is to say, Steinbeck has not created a harmonious unity of 
Structure and materials in this novel. In order to prove this, Levant examines the 
narrative ways, the handling of characters, the structure, the thematic design and the 
basic tone of East of Eden. Levant criticizes that all these aspects have flaws. Some 
particular aspects of the narration lack organic form; the handling of some characters 
disregards a harmonious relationship between structure and materials; the structure is 
schematic rather than organic; the thematic design is explicit but creates internal 
contradictions; and the basic tone of optimism is not fluently flowing in but imposed. 
These flaws make the whole novel as “fumbling as ever” (Levant 235). 
Although Howard Levant offers a full-scale examination of the prose style of 
East of Eden, since he has analyzed too many aspects in a small chapter of a book, 
he cannot explain each aspect in great detail. Naturally, some comments are rough 
and not impressive. So, I decide to do a specific research on only one aspect——the 
thematic design of East of Eden. In this essay, I will focus on the exploration of the 
relationship between the theme and the literary components in East of Eden, such as 
characterization, plot-arrangement and tones. In my opinion, Steinbeck uses the 
biblical myth of “Cain and Abel” to explain the theme of this novel ——human 
beings have free will to choose to do good or evil. However, during the thematic 
development, Steinbeck has created some inconsistencies which hinder readers’ 
exploration of the theme. 
 In the first chapter, I will explore the theme of East of Eden. In my opinion, 
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evil. And this theme is developed by Steinbeck through three methods: the definition 
of “timshel”; the statements given by the narrator “I”; and the comparisons and 
contrasts among characters and their archetypes. 
In Chapter Two, I will try to reveal the ambiguities in plot, characterization and 
thematic development. And I will also explain why these ambiguities occur. I find 
that Cathy Ames Trask’s image contradicts the theme of East of Eden. Moreover, 
there are also some internal contradictions within each of the characters, such as Lee 
and Samuel Hamilton. These contradictions, more or less, have hindered readers’ 
perception of the theme. Furthermore, I discover that some plots in this novel are 
irrelevant to and do not help to build up the theme. These ambiguities are due to 
different reasons. The influence of Steinbeck’s life experience is one of the reasons. 
Besides, Steinbeck’s original plan for this novel to write an autobiography of his 
family for his two sons is another one. 
Chapter Three will move on to look for the inconsistencies between Steinbeck’s 
pessimism and the theme. In my opinion, Steinbeck intended East of Eden to be 
optimistic. However, a strong pessimism also occurs from the beginning of this 
novel. Compared with the imposed optimism, pessimism is more persistent. And this 
strong pessimism weakens the optimism shaped by “timshel”. Moreover, sometimes 
pessimism overcomes optimism. Thus, the conflict between two different tones 
occurs. And this conflict makes it hard for readers to perceive the theme. 
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